to Rosenhan's experiment. She immediately wanted to know more -about the experiences of those who volunteered, and the challenges that such a risk-laden experiment would have posed decades ago.
Rosenhan was not the first to infiltrate a psychiatric hospital and report on conditions. Cahalan tells, for example, of the nineteenth-century journalist Nellie Bly, who deceived doctors to spend ten days in an overcrowded women's asylum on Blackwell's Island, New York. Bly's reports of the appalling David Rosenhan and his volunteers feigned symptoms to be admitted to psychiatric hospitals.
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Double deception in the asylum?
Susannah Cahalan's investigation of the social-psychology experiment that saw healthy people sent to mental hospitals finds inconsistencies. By Alison Abbott in the Science paper that genuine patients often realized that the pseudopatients did not have a mental-health disorder, and accused them of being undercover journalists or academics checking up on the hospital. Psychiatrists seemed less perceptive: it was several weeks before some of the pseudopatients got discharged.
Although Rosenhan died in 2012, Cahalan easily tracked down his archives, held by social psychologist Lee Ross, his friend and colleague at Stanford. They included the first 200 pages of Rosenhan's unfinished draft of a book about the experiment.
At first, it seemed that Cahalan's research was going to be easy, even though Rosenhan had given fictitious names to the pseudopatients she wished to track down, along with the hospitals they went to. Ross warned her that Rosenhan had been secretive. As her attempts to identify the pseudonymous pseudopatients hit one dead end after the other, she realized Ross's prescience.
The archives did allow Cahalan to piece together the beginnings of the experiment in 1969, when Rosenhan was teaching psychology at Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania. The students complained that the course was too abstract, so Rosenhan suggested that they check into a psychiatric hospital to get to know people with schizophrenia personally. The superintendent of the local Haverford State Hospital was willing to take them on, but Rosenhan cautiously decided to check things out for himself first. He emerged humbled from nine traumatizing days in a locked ward, and abandoned the idea of putting students through the experience. But it set him thinking about a scientific experiment aimed at exposing the system's travesties.
According to Rosenhan's draft, it was at a conference dinner that he met his first recruits: a recently retired psychiatrist and his psychologist wife. The psychiatrist's sister also signed up. But the draft didn't explain how, when and why subsequent recruits signed up.
Cahalan interviewed numerous people who had known Rosenhan personally or indirectly. She also chased down the medical records of The rise of the greedy-brained ape Gaia Vince takes an enjoyable sprint through human evolution. By Tim Radford individuals whom she suspected could have been involved in the experiment, and spoke with their families and friends. But her sleuthing brought her to only one participant, a former Stanford graduate student called Bill Underwood.
Underwood and his wife were happy to talk, but two of their comments jarred. Rosenhan's draft described how he prepared his volunteers very carefully, over weeks. Underwood, however, remembered only brief guidance on how to avoid swallowing medication by hiding pills in his cheek. His wife recalled Rosenhan telling her that he had prepared writs of habeas corpus for each pseudopatient, in case an institution would not discharge them. But Cahalan had already worked out that that wasn't so.
Comparing the Science report with documents in Rosenhan's archives, she also noted many mismatches in numbers. For instance, Rosenhan's draft, and the Science paper, stated that Underwood had spent seven days in a hospital with 8,000 patients, whereas he spent eight days in a hospital with 1,500 patients.
When all of the leads from her contacts led to ground, she published a commentary in The Lancet Psychiatry asking for help in finding them -to no avail. Had Rosenhan invented them, she found herself asking?
In recent years, other heroes of social psychology have been found to have misrepresented their data. The most prominent case is that of Dutch social psychologist Diederik Stapel, who was forced to retract 58 papers. Those who have followed these cases might be appalled by the Rosenhan story, but will not be surprised.
Cahalan, whose life was saved by front-line medical science in the context of psychiatry, was shocked by what she found. She writes that she cannot be completely certain that Rosenhan cheated. But she is confident enough to call her engrossing, dismaying book The Great Pretender.
Alison Abbott writes from Munich, Germany. e-mail: alison.abbott.consultant@ springernature.com G aze into a mirror. Reflected is a marvel of evolution: a weak-jawed, bipedal omnivore with a greedy brain, in which 100 billion neurons consume 20% of the body's energy intake. Science journalist Gaia Vince urges us towards such reflections in Transcendence, a book tracing the journey of Homo sapiens through genes, environment and culture to what might be, she surmises, a new state of being.
For her hugely enjoyable sprint through human evolutionary history, Vince (erstwhile news editor of this journal) intertwines many threads: language and writing; the command of tools, pursuit of beauty and appetite for trinkets; and the urge to build things, awareness of time and pursuit of reason. She tracks the cultural explosion, triggered by technological discovery, that gathered pace with the first trade in obsidian blades in East Africa at least 320,000 years ago. That has climaxed this century with the capacity to exploit 40% of the planet's total primary production.
How did we do it? Vince examines, for instance, our access to and use of energy. Other primates must chew for five hours a day to survive. Humans do so for no more than an hour. We are active 16 hours a day, a tranche during which other mammals sleep. We learn by blind variation and selective retention. Vince proposes that our ancestors enhanced that process of learning from each other with the command "Patients often realized that the volunteers were not ill, and accused them of being undercover journalists."
